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What were the motives that brought this human enigma to espouse the cause of the Irish tenants?


SIR WILLIAM BUTLER, THE LIGHT OF THE WEST (1909)


The last, or almost the last words that my lamented friend . . . Mr Biggar said to me were ‘I wonder what were Parnell’s real politics.’


T. M. HEALY, 15 MARCH 1891


What would home rule affect? What does it mean? It means honour to England, honour to Ireland, the Union of the sister-islands on the basis of mutual respect and goodwill, the loyal allegiance of a gratified and contented people, the reduction of absenteeism, that cruel curse of Ireland, to a minimum, a resident nobility and gentry who will be proud as heretofore of their nationality, revival of commercial prosperity in every phase.


WHAT IS HOME RULE? BY A WOULD-BE HOME RULER (1879)





PREFACE


One of the opening sequences of David Lean’s Lawrence of Arabia shows attendees at his funeral arguing amongst themselves about who he really was; as the film unfolds, the answers offered by these characters are shown to owe more to their own circumstances than to any understanding of Lawrence, who remains unknowable even to himself. It would be unfair to draw too close a parallel between Parnell and Lawrence as neurotic descendants of Anglo-Irish gentry; as a politician and parliamentarian, inhabiting a largely anglophone world, Parnell’s situation was very different from that of Lawrence, and despite his neurotic qualities the Chief’s semi-clandestine domesticity with Katharine O’Shea displays a personality more capable of contentment and close interpersonal relations than the self-tormenting Lawrence. Yet Parnell too has provoked many debates about his ‘true’ identity; and the debaters are equally prone to reveal more about themselves than about their subject, without producing consensus as to any aspect of Parnell’s politics or personality.


Parnell is an enigma for historians. But he was not necessarily so for contemporaries—many of whom felt they knew him and had penetrated to his essence. The trouble for the historian lies in the fact that these same contemporaries all disagreed as to what that essence was. Many, such as Henry Harrison, emphasised his self-possessed calmness: ‘I never knew a less self-conscious man; no one who gave me the impression more strongly that he was at peace with himself.’1 Others, such as the London hostess Mrs Stuart Menzies, regarded him as visibly uncontrolled and noted his habit of compulsively firing off unnecessary telegrams.


As for Parnell’s religious views, most believe that he veered between agnosticism and mainstream Anglicanism while always maintaining a certain sympathy for Catholicism, but Tim Healy insisted that he was actually influenced by the fundamentalist Plymouth Brethren sect, which found early patrons among the Wicklow gentry. In fact, while Healy is right to believe that Parnell inherited his superstitious outlook—especially on the subject of the number 13—from his mother,2 there is no real evidence of Parnell inheriting an intolerant strain of Protestantism.


Then there is the vexed question of his relationship with the media. In contrast to William O’Brien’s statement that ‘He never courted a newspaper and was so insensible to the arts now represented by the Kodak or the kinema, before which no King or prime minister dares veil his face, that he did the world the real wrong of evading the requests for a sitting for an immortal painting and sculpture at the hands of the most remarkable Victorian men of genius,’3 many journalists at the time found Parnell unusually accessible, often travelling long distances with him to cover political meetings.4 In fact there is a growing view that one of the ways in which Parnell was a new politician was in his sensitivity to and deployment of the media to project himself as a heroic figure before Irish public opinion.5


Then there is the matter of his relationships with women. Jasper Tully, as ardent a clerical nationalist as Healy, denied that Parnell was a loose liver and argued that it was because of his inexperience that he was beguiled by ‘the wiles of an old harridan like Mrs O’Shea’.6 (Tully believed that Mrs O’Shea was ‘a much older person’; in fact she was only a year older than Parnell.) Tim Healy, on the other hand, insisted that Parnell’s relationship with Mrs O’Shea was merely the culmination of a series of irregular sexual liaisons with younger women.


Of course, the greatest difficulty lies in the assessment of Parnell’s political thought—in particular, how far should he be viewed as a traitor to his own class and ‘people’? Was he an unprincipled adventurer, or did he possess a core of coherent beliefs? Parnell’s most interesting private letters—those sent to Katharine O’Shea from Kilmainham Jail—are written under constrained circumstances, and he may even have calculated that they were likely to be read by the authorities. The scholar Tony Claydon has written:


Trying to discover the true political ideals of Parnell can resemble a parlour game. When faced with a man who espoused so many varied solutions to the Irish question, and who appealed at different times to Gladstone, Fenians, tenant farmers, the Roman Catholic hierarchy, and the English working class, historians might feel tempted to ask the ‘real’ Charles Stewart Parnell to stand up. The politician left few clues to resolve his biographers’ dilemma. He was not given to introspection. He wrote no books, kept no diary, engaged in little enlightening correspondence. All that survives are his speeches, altering considerably in tone and content, according to their audience and the course of events. So slippery was Parnell that some commentators have doubted whether he had any underlying political principles. F. S. L. Lyons has argued that Parnell’s great achievement was not in ideas, but in methodology. His central idea was simply to balance moral and physical force.7


In 1977 F. S. L. Lyons published his magisterial biography, Charles Stewart Parnell, which was essentially devoted to the exposition of this thesis. In 1976 Roy Foster published his important volume Charles Stewart Parnell: The Man and his Family, which brought out both the family and the Wicklow influence on a wide range of Parnell’s social and political beliefs. Building in part on Foster’s argument that Parnell never seems to have returned the intensity of landlord hatred which he became the object of during the land war, the present writer in Land and the National Question (1978) and C. S. Parnell (1980) presented a new interpretation which insisted that Parnell should not be seen as a mere technician of power but that he actually made a significant contribution to Irish political debate. This new interpretation placed Parnell firmly in the context of the political strategy of radical republicans in his era. For moderate nationalists, Parnell’s close involvement with such men provoked two fears. Firstly, they feared that he might countenance the exploitation of the land issue in such a way as to provoke either a ‘spontaneous’ insurrection or an Irish withdrawal from the Westminster parliament. Moderate nationalists felt sure that such a course could only culminate in disaster. Secondly, they feared the social radicalism of the neo-Fenian elites which threatened not only the interests of the landlord class but also those of Catholic strong farmers all over Ireland. Did the naïve young Anglo-Irish gentleman not realise he was playing with fire, they asked themselves. In fact Parnell always retained a more cautious element in his political disposition—a caution which intensified after 1882. He sensed that the English parliament would be flexible enough on the land issue, and anyway he preferred to see the issue resolved before the achievement of Home Rule—if only because that would make it easier for the Anglo-Irish gentry to engage as individuals in national politics. There was a significant element of social conservatism in his vision. In the last year of his political life Parnell also made some interesting and suggestive interventions on the relationship between northern Protestants/Unionists and Irish nationalism.8 The full-length biography produced by Robert Kee in 1993 was not unsympathetic to this analysis.


Nevertheless, such an interpretation will always—rightly—remain a contested one. More recently, however, in 2005 Gearóid Ó Tuathaigh commented: ‘On Parnell and Parnellism, it seems fair to say that the essence of Paul Bew’s characterisation of Parnell’s politics still largely holds the field.’9 Still more recently, Russell Rees has echoed others in asking whether ‘Bew’s argument . . . ignores the extent to which the pragmatic Parnell had alienated his own class during the land war with his repeated attacks on landlordism’.10


The most important contributions throughout the 1980s and 1990s came from Alan O’Day. He produced a short life of Parnell in the Historical Association of Ireland’s ‘Life and Times’ series as well as Parnell and the First Home Rule Episode (Dublin, 1986), Irish Home Rule, 1867–1921 (Manchester, 1998), and a historiographical essay on F. S. L. Lyons in Walter L. Arnstein (ed.), Recent Historians of Great Britain: Essays on the Post-1945 Generation (Iowa State Press, 1990). In particular, O’Day edited the very valuable collection of essays Parnell in Perspective (with D. George Boyce) in 1991. One key essay here, that by Tony Claydon, argues that Parnell’s political thought should be seen in terms of his inheritance of Atlantic principles in political thought—the so-called ‘Country’ tradition, which rested on the notion of the perverting effects of centralised power. This civic humanist tradition had the ironic effect, suggests Claydon, of blinding him to the extent of cultural nationalism and sectarianism within his own movement. Dr O’Day has also worked to produce a full collection of Parnell’s speeches, now deposited for the use of scholars in the Henry Collection in the Library of Queen’s University Belfast.


A major recent contribution to Parnell scholarship was made by Frank Callanan, whose work combines a remarkable depth of research with an oblique approach in which Parnell is played off against T. M. Healy. From the mid-1940s scholars such as Conor Cruise O’Brien, Emmet Larkin and F. S. L. Lyons had challenged the ‘Parnell myth’ familiar to readers of Yeats and Joyce—a heroic Parnell betrayed by servile craw-thumpers at the behest of scheming bishops and hypocritical British Liberals—by pointing out that there was a clear political rationale for maintaining the Gladstonian alliance, that some of Parnell’s opponents (such as John Dillon, William O’Brien, and Archbishops Croke and Walsh) made genuine attempts to secure a compromise settlement, and that Parnell’s resistance could reasonably be interpreted as reckless refusal to accept the majority decision and a self-serving abandonment of some of his own greatest achievements (the Liberal alliance and the displacement of physical-force nationalism by a thriving parliamentary movement). This rehabilitation of anti-Parnellism tended to produce an emphasis on the ‘reasonable’ anti-Parnellism of Dillon and O’Brien and to obscure the significance (or even the existence) of Healy’s vituperative and sectarian mob-oratory in Parnell’s downfall. Callanan re-establishes both the sheer political competence which Parnell displayed in outmanoeuvring his opponents during the last battle (recognition of this competence underpinned much of the continuing support for him as ‘the only possible leader’) and the crucial importance of Healy in recognising that Parnell could only be destroyed by shattering his air of invulnerability through personal ridicule and abuse, consolidating a version of nationalism defined by a vindictive and self-righteous strong-farmer and middle-class Catholicism. Callanan’s view that in his last months Parnell’s primary motivation was to assemble a counter-coalition of groups excluded by this idea of Irishness may or may not elevate tactical manoeuvres to a longer-term grand strategy, but Callanan’s work leaves no doubt that both Parnell and his vindictive nemesis have been underestimated.


This new book takes as its starting-point the new material which has come to light in recent years. While it builds on the much shorter volume published in 1980, it contains important new research on Parnell’s family background, intellectual formation and early career inside and outside parliament. It contains much new detail on Parnell’s relationship with revolutionary conspiracy and the ‘hard men’ close to violence. This does not undermine the emphasis on the conservative aspect of Parnell’s political mindset. It simply brings out more fully the drama of his career and the ways in which he forced the British political elite to rethink radically its policy towards Ireland. There were, of course, limitations to his success—some scholars, such as Margaret O’Callaghan, argue that even without the divorce case Home Rule would have remained out of reach, as the Unionist government had succeeded in convincing the majority of the British electorate that Parnell and his followers were dangerously subversive and that Gladstonian Home Rule was a gamble too far.11 Today we associate the Special Commission on Parnellism and crime with the exposure of the Pigott forgeries and the subsequent sanctification of Parnell within British Liberalism and even a section of guilty Toryism; we forget the verdict of the Spectator on the final report of the Special Commission ‘that it will leave little doubt in the minds of open-minded readers that the popular party in Ireland has been controlled, is controlled, and will be controlled by moral forces radically opposed to a true union with England and to any sincere respect for the personal rights of Irishmen who are not disposed to accept the dictation of the Irish Party’.12 But to acknowledge such a sentiment and its force is merely to underline the importance of Parnell, because he was the one Irish leader who had the capacity to deflect it and dilute it. As James Loughlin points out, Gladstone saw a Home Rule solution to the Irish problem in conservative terms, as he hoped that the landlord class would be able to operate as natural political leaders in a new Dublin assembly.13 In this theory, a Parnellite settlement was the best method of preventing the triumph of radical republican nationalism in Ireland.





FOREWORD


There have been three great epochs of crisis in Anglo-Irish relations since the Great Famine. These were the agrarian revolution and Home Rule crises of the 1880s; the period from the Easter Rising of 1916 to the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921; and the Northern Ireland ‘troubles’, which erupted in 1968 and are still not entirely extinguished. Yet only one of these was dominated by one Irish politician—the nationalist leader of the 1880s, Charles Stewart Parnell, whose fall in 1891 significantly altered the content of the ‘Irish question’ as it existed in his time.


Only John Hume’s role in the Northern Ireland troubles is in any way comparable to that of Parnell. Parnell, in fact, is a particular hero of John Hume. It is no surprise that Hume was a key figure in the successful 1980s campaign to place the Parnell bust—by the Breton sculptor Yann Goulet—in the palace of Westminster. Hume has explicitly identified himself with the Parnellite themes of reconciliation and the need to bring together the different sections of the Irish people. In 1988, in the course of his (subsequently published) dialogue with Sinn Féin, the SDLP leader made much use of Parnell’s Belfast speech of May 1891.


Parnell’s career was marked by a dramatic contrast. In 1885–6 he played a decisive role in bringing about the conversion of the British premier, W. E. Gladstone, to the cause of Home Rule for Ireland. This development was almost inconceivable when Parnell entered parliament in 1875. The great analyst of British politics, Walter Bagehot, conceded Gladstone’s characteristic slipperiness, but added that opposition to Irish Home Rule was the one issue on which Gladstone would never change his mind.1 In 1879 the well-connected Liberal commentator Wemyss Reid wrote of Parnell in a not unsympathetic portrait: ‘He is one of the men who cherish the hopeless vision of a restoration of the Irish parliament sitting in Dublin.’2 As late as March 1880 the Spectator could accurately observe that no ‘English Liberal of today has supported the land agitation as led by Mr Parnell’, nor had any English Liberal advocated any concession which would weaken the competences of the imperial parliament upon all matters of political importance (although a few, mostly MPs with significant Irish populations in their constituencies, had flirted with Home Rule). Yet by February 1882 Gladstone, the Prime Minister, was already offering a not so oblique endorsement of the principles of Irish Home Rule in public, while senior Tories were supporting peasant proprietorship, the main demand of the Land League movement. On 18 February 1882 Lord Derby wrote in his diary: ‘The political excitement at the moment is Gladstone’s unlucky speech, understood by many people as in favour of some form of Home Rule.’3 A few days later, on 6 March 1882, he recorded senior Tory sentiment in favour of peasant proprietorship.4 In 1886 the Liberal Prime Minister took the most dramatic British political decision of the era, the decision to introduce a Home Rule bill for Ireland. By the end of October 1886 Gladstone was declaring: ‘The relations of England to Ireland have, as a whole, perhaps been more profoundly disgraced by cruelty and by fraud than those between any other nation in the entire history of Christendom.’5 Parnell was perceived to have played the decisive role in bringing about this transformation. By early 1891 Parnell’s tremendous prestige had crashed following the revelations of a divorce court hearing. Yet in both moments—in defeat as in victory—Parnell displayed the same basic quality: remarkable tenacity of purpose.


This quality was displayed in his active promotion of the land and Home Rule movements. It was displayed also in the tragic conflict following the O’Shea divorce suit, which ended his career. It was, indeed, precisely the same element of his character that enabled him to raise the Home Rule movement to a pitch of unprecedented success as made it possible for him, in the last few months, to face undaunted disasters and humiliations of the most excruciating kind. Defeat and death did not come before it was clear that Parnell had rendered significant services to the cause of Irish nationalism.


Ever since his death Parnell has remained a remarkably potent symbol, particularly in times of crisis and conflict in Ireland. The myth has obscured the man and makes it difficult for us to see Parnell as he really was. The difficulty has, if anything, increased with the passage of time, for the old myth has been assailed by the creation of a new one, so that Parnell requires a double demythologising. For some time now he has been rescued, and rightly so, from those who, like Pádraig Pearse, the insurrectionary leader of 1916, sought to link him with the separatist tradition. In particular, the work of Conor Cruise O’Brien places Parnell firmly within the context of his party: a hard-headed leader but one imbued with constitutionalism. However, this has been done at the price of neglecting significant aspects of Parnell’s early political strategy, which alarmed not only Unionists but also moderate Home Rulers.


The recent phase of upheaval and turmoil in Irish politics saw the development of a new and more critical attitude to Parnell. In particular, he has been condemned for his alleged failure to recognise the full significance of Ulster Unionist opposition to Home Rule. This view has not always been held. Sir William Butler insisted, in a lecture in 1909, that Parnell would have solved the problem of the ‘Boyne’, that is, of Orange/Green tension in Ireland.6 In the 1920s, like the era of the northern ‘troubles’ a period of political discord and civil disturbance in Ireland, Parnell stood for a lost stability. He represented the idea that Irish unity did indeed once lie within the bounds of possibility and that both unity and autonomy might have been gained through an honourable compromise with Britain. Not surprisingly, therefore, there was an upsurge of interest in Parnell in the 1920s, and a number of biographies appeared, including one published in 1925 by the Ulster Protestant St John Ervine. Commenting on this popular work in 1926, Parnell’s old lieutenant William O’Brien wrote in his own The Parnell of Real Life:


The demand for Mr St John Ervine’s book gives us all a startling reminder that Parnell remains an even more powerful factor of contemporary Irish history today than he was when a more or less remorseful nation saw his coffin pass a generation ago. . . . He lived to the eve of a resounding Home Rule victory. . . . That victory he would have been able to turn to account as no man who has come after him can hope to do.7


Was O’Brien’s view merely sentimental? Are we justified in assuming that Parnell, though a Protestant himself, failed to grasp the depth of Protestant opposition to Home Rule? How great a blow was the loss of Parnell to Irish politics? How, in short, does his reputation stand today? And how ought it to stand? It is hoped, in the course of this biography, to answer these questions and to offer a new assessment of ‘the Chief’.


Parnell seems to be the figure in modern Irish history who most strongly excites counterfactual speculation.8 He died at a point when a significant portion of his career might still seem to lie before him. Eamon de Valera died in his nineties and Daniel O’Connell’s last years were marked by obvious senility and decline. Parnell might, indeed, have achieved Irish self-government; if he had lived to the age of sixty, he would certainly have seen the 1903 Wyndham Land Act, which his followers such as John Redmond insisted was the precise fulfilment (by a Tory government) of Parnellite thinking on the land question. Only Michael Collins, who did not have the same long record or uncontested leadership, compares with him in the ‘lost leader’ stakes. But before we can play the pleasant game of speculation, it is necessary to establish what ‘the Chief’ really stood for in the first place.





Chapter 1  [image: image]



‘THE ACCIDENT OF BIRTH’


Despite the clamour of the modern Firbolg in Irish politics, the Irish people possess an instinctive knowledge of the attributes which go to make a great leader of men, and they will no more eliminate the factor of birth from this catalogue, when they can get it, than they would strike it from the pedigrees of racehorses.


SIR WILLIAM BUTLER, AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY (1911), SPEAKING OF PARNELL


Aristocratic and autocratic as he [Parnell] was, he could not recognise anything but chance in the arrangement of things. The accident of birth was everything.


A CONTEMPORARY OPINION CITED BY R. BARRY O’BRIEN, THE LIFE OF CHARLES STEWART PARNELL (1898)


1


Thomas Parnell, grandson of the mayor of Congleton in Cheshire, established the Parnell family in Ireland, when soon after the Restoration (1660) he bought an estate in Queen’s County. The early record of the line in their new country did not greatly impress local nationalist opinion. The Nation in 1876 said of the eighteenth-century Parnells: ‘Their love for Ireland was negative—a passive species of affection which seconded not the efforts of the Government of the island in its acts of oppressive cruelty.’1 Fortunately for its most famous member, Charles Stewart Parnell, the record apparently improved by the beginning of the nineteenth century. His great-grandfather, Sir John Parnell, opposed the Act of Union in 1800, and this cost him his post as Chancellor of the Irish Exchequer. In fact Sir John’s patriotism, while sound enough if one accepts the purely eighteenth-century equation of Irish nation and the Protestant ascendancy, did not embrace Catholic Emancipation. This did not stop Charles Stewart Parnell later exploiting his record as an ‘incorruptible’ when he entered politics. The less agreeable aspects of Sir John’s politics were simply glossed over: T. P. O’Connor, for example, telling a St Patrick’s Day function in London that the Parnell ‘of that day’ was a supporter of Catholic Emancipation. If he knew any better, Charles Stewart Parnell did not speak up in the name of historical accuracy.2


Two of Sir John Parnell’s sons were active in politics. Both were notably more pro-Catholic in tone than Sir John: in fact, both were strong supporters of Catholic Emancipation. A financial expert, Sir Henry Brooke Parnell (1776–1842) represented Queen’s County in parliament from 1806 to 1832, and from 1833 to 1841 represented Dundee. In 1808 he published A History of the Irish Penal Laws and was a supporter of Daniel O’Connell’s campaign for Catholic Emancipation. In 1836 Parnell became paymaster general; created Baron Congleton in 1841, his health collapsed, and in June 1842 he committed suicide by hanging himself.


It is likely, however, that a more potent influence on Charles Stewart Parnell was the attractive liberal patriotism of his grandfather, William Parnell.3 William Parnell (1777–1821) inherited the Parnell estate in Wicklow from his father’s cousin, Samuel Hayes. In his pamphlet An Inquiry into the Causes of Popular Discontent in Ireland by an Irish Country Gentleman (2nd ed., 1805), he attributed Irish unrest to the Elizabethan conquest and confiscation of land, the tithe issue and the Protestant monopoly of the agencies of the state. The last sentences of the book state its case: ‘Ireland, that is the mass of its population and force, is hostile to England; the union is a name, a sound, a fiction, there is no union: the nominal union is only an additional source of discord. Make a real union by removing all causes of discontent and leaving the common interests of the two countries to operate.’ It can hardly be a surprise that Gladstone, who read the work in September 1888, found it ‘most remarkable’.4 An Historical Apology for the Irish Catholics (three editions by 1813) further extended his argument in favour of Catholic Emancipation. In 1817 Parnell was elected MP for Wicklow, a seat he held until his death in 1821.


His novel Maurice and Berghetta; or The Priest of Rahery: a tale (1819) was suffused with a similar liberal political ethos. The novel portrays the priest of Rahery, Father O’Brien, in a very positive light; by contrast, the landlords are characterised as a ‘garrison’ who had failed to win over the Irish people by acts of justice.5 Although it infuriated Irish conservatives, the book was on the whole a critical success.6 At the time of its publication in the United States the following year (by Wells & Lilly, Boston) an American reviewer felt able to refer to the ‘high reputation of this novel in England’.7


In accordance with the now established family tradition, Charles Stewart Parnell’s father, John Henry Parnell, was a man of generous political temperament. In 1845, during the Famine, he gave ‘the site, and [a] handsome subscription’ for a Catholic chapel at the town of Charlemont (on his Armagh estate) where mass had hitherto been celebrated in the open air.8 John Henry Parnell died in 1859 when his son was thirteen. Parnell’s father had been captain of cricket at Eton, and Parnell inherited both the taste and aptitude for the game—he became captain of the Wicklow county team.9 Charles’s American mother, who survived her husband by almost forty years, is often credited with the work of turning her son’s mind against the British. T. P. O’Connor observed: ‘He was extraordinarily like her, physically as well as mentally, and they had in common a certain eccentricity that was the thin barrier between insanity and reason.’10 Delia Tudor Stewart Parnell was the daughter of Admiral Stewart, popularly known as ‘Old Ironsides’, who had captured two British ships during the Anglo-American conflict of 1812. The memoir of Richard Rush, the US ambassador to London is very suggestive on the subject of Admiral Stewart’s character. As their ship hit an appalling storm, Rush asked Stewart what would he do if he encountered an enemy ship at such a moment. Stewart replied that, despite the storm, he would stick closely to the enemy ship in order to attack her when the storm ended.11 On this trip Stewart was delivering Rush to England in 1817 to take up his post at the Court of St James; on arriving at customs, the American ambassador’s material was searched just like any other traveller. It is easy to see from where Parnell inherited his tenacity and irritation with English formality. It is perhaps worth noting also that the Admiral spent his last years ‘living in sin’. His daughter had been a society belle in New York and Boston, and it seems likely that she was more than a little disappointed by life in rural Ireland, where she endured eleven confinements in rapid succession. Perhaps it is true that something of Parnell’s disdain for precedence and defiance of authority may be traced to his maternal American republican roots. But it must not be forgotten that, although Mrs Parnell kept a ‘patriotic’ house, her disregard for convention did not prevent her presenting her daughters at Queen Victoria’s court. Moreover, if mother and daughters had Fenian leanings in the 1860s, Parnell himself was decidedly unsympathetic to the ‘so-called Fenians’ who called at their Dublin home.


It is hard to resist the conclusion that the contribution of Parnell’s parents to his later political development was important, albeit in a negative way. Parnell’s father passed on an essentially decent patrician non-sectarianism. His mother passed on a vague (and inconsistent) American republicanism. But the really important fact about Parnell’s early life is that neither of his parents shared the traditional Protestant supremacism of many sections of the Irish landlord class. This did not mean that Parnell automatically became the leader of Irish nationalism—far from it—but it did mean that this was a potential development: Parnell was able to rebel against his class in his political life without rebelling against his family. But if he was unsentimental about Irish landlordism, he was also unsentimental about the rhetorical icons of nationalism—almost tone-deaf, in fact, on certain points.


He was indifferent to the details of the nationalist version of Irish history. He did not invoke the heroes and villains of this tale. His broad acceptance of the popular discourse which opposed the Union was not backed up by any strong interest in the particularities of the case. Indeed, as John Devoy pointed out in a graphic phrase, ‘his mind did not run in the same groove as that of Gaelic Irishmen’.


Parnell was capable of making a major speech in Drogheda in 1884 accepting the freedom of the town and not making any reference to Oliver Cromwell’s famous atrocities during the siege. He was also unmoved by the odium attached to the name of Lord Castlereagh (1769–1822), famous as Foreign Secretary in the Napoleonic and post-Napoleonic era. For nationalists, Castlereagh was the erstwhile liberal who had then provoked the insurrection of 1798. To compound this crime, he had ruthlessly tortured and executed the rebels. Finally and worst of all, he had corrupted the Irish parliament to pave the way for the Act of Union—the source of Ireland’s woes in the nineteenth century. Yet this tale of infamy seemed to leave Parnell unmoved.


In this context, there was one interesting, highly symptomatic exchange between Parnell and Devoy in Boulogne on 7 March 1879. In May 1878, following upon the death of the Liberal MP James Sharman Crawford, two of the north’s great political dynasties had attempted to win his Co. Down seat. The Conservative Viscount Castlereagh of the day (Charles Stewart Vane-Tempest, 1852–1915, great-grand-nephew of the Foreign Secretary, later 6th Marquis of Londonderry) defeated the Liberal William Drennan Andrews QC by 6,076 votes to 4,701. Home Rule support in this constituency was small, and there was absolutely no chance of a nationalist victory. Parnell nonetheless at this point delighted in the exercise of political power, and he had played a role in persuading the Home Rule electorate to back Castlereagh and thus teach the Liberals a lesson. Devoy was appalled: the earlier Lord Castlereagh had been the architect of the repression of the United Irishmen in 1798 and the Union in 1800. For Devoy, Castlereagh was the most evil name in modern Irish history. There was no circumstance in which nationalist electors could ever support such a name—to do so implied historic and political illiteracy. Parnell, on the other hand, was quite indifferent to such considerations and interested in the practical use of political power in the here and now. Devoy remained unconvinced:


I told him I believed it was a mistake to advise any Irishman to vote for a man with the infamous name or title of Castlereagh, and that the family of that wretch should be forever kept out of public life in Ireland.


Parnell immediately warmed up, his eyes flashed and his whole manner showed unmistakable irritation. He said such doctrine was nonsense and that by beating a Whig by voting for a Tory, or a Tory by voting for a Whig, when we could not elect our own man, was good politics and that this was the case in Down. The point was that ‘any stick was good enough to beat the dog with’, and I admitted it as a general proposition, but contended that it should not hold good in the case of notorious traitors, else the national moral sense would be impaired. Parnell was not an idealist, and his mind did not run in the same groove as that of Gaelic Irishmen, but addressed itself coolly to the material proposition that confronted him for the moment. He felt so strongly at fault being found with him over this Castlereagh matter that he referred to it more than once during the evening.12


In fact the earlier Castlereagh had been, in effect, a protégé of Sir John Parnell and an ally of William Parnell on the issue of Catholic Emancipation but it is doubtful if Parnell knew this. His irritation was more to do with his assessment of political strategy. Political strategy and matters of sentiment should be kept strictly apart in his view. Castlereagh, unlike his Liberal opponent, had given undertakings to support the Irish Catholic position on educational matters and even to support the establishment of a committee of inquiry into Irish Home Rule (to the annoyance of the leading Ulster Liberal Unionist commentator, Thomas MacKnight, who recalled the by-election as an instance of Tory cynicism encouraging the Home Rule movement with no thought for long-term consequences).13 When Castlereagh won, the local Catholic nationalist paper hailed it as the most glorious victory since that of O’Connell in Co. Clare. It proved that northern Catholics would never ‘sever their fortunes from that of their suffering brethren, the tenant farmers of the other three provinces’.14 This was the essence of the matter for Parnell; historical allusion, on the other hand, was a profound illusion.


2


At Avondale, a ‘square, very ordinary-looking building’ placed in beautiful surroundings, a mere ten minutes’ walk from the famous Vale of Avoca, Charles Stewart Parnell was born on 27 June 1846. He was what is called in Ireland a bold child, his naughtiness being redeemed somewhat by a deep affection for his sisters Emily and Fanny and his brother John. ‘Master Charley is born to rule,’ said his nurse prophetically. However, the family was less than charmed by his domineering ways. At a mere six years of age he was sent away to a girls’ school in Yeovil, Somerset. Following a severe bout of typhoid in his second term, he had to be brought home. This does not seem to have sapped his strength of will. In the early 1860s Charles attended the Rev. Alexander Whishaw’s private school at Chipping Norton, Oxfordshire. Whishaw’s academy was a crammer for Cambridge University, and Parnell, not surprisingly, rebelled vigorously against the sterile routine. There is little doubt that his apparent arrogance made him unpopular with both boys and masters. Whatever learning he acquired, he bore it lightly: his intellectual interests, such as they were, were entirely mathematic and practical scientific.


It is not too much to say that he was quite without literary accomplishments. This weakness was disguised by the fact that his colleagues and (in later years) Mrs O’Shea composed many of his communications for him. He once showed Henry Labouchere a letter that he contemplated sending to The Times. The English Radical MP recorded: ‘This was his own unaided composition, and never in my life did I see more astonishing English—confused, ungrammatical and passing comprehension.’15 On the other hand, this did not stop Parnell himself in later life defensively mocking the poor spelling of English aristocrats: ‘One I know at the present moment’, he told Mrs Stuart Menzies, ‘is a brilliant example of an hereditary legislator who wrote to me the other day and spelt barracks with one “r” and no “c”!’16


After these rather desultory educational experiences Parnell went to the hearty, philistine and (at that time) relatively academically undistinguished Magdalene College of Cambridge University from 1865 to 1869. Before he left home his mother felt it necessary to warn the college of his habit of sleep-walking. It is worth noting that Parnell got on well with his supervisor, G. F. Patrick, who considered that the young Irish squire did have a certain mathematical ability.


Parnell’s stint at Magdalene—three and a half years—was, after all, longer than the typical undergraduate residence today. The college records show that he was a poor chapel attender. He was, however, hardly alienated from his contemporaries—who organised a large boozy party for his last night, so that Parnell left Cambridge on a tide of ale. Even so, he does seem to have acquired a certain sense of being Irish—albeit in a very specific if perfectly legitimate sense—and most certainly not English. It was not, at this stage, a nationalistic sentiment which embraced all classes of Irishmen. ‘For God’s sake, John,’ he told his brother in 1871, ‘don’t tell them we are from Ireland, as they have never seen a real Irish gentleman and wouldn’t know one if they did.’17 Parnell developed a sharp dislike of what he saw as the hypocrisy of the English. He was rusticated from Cambridge University following his involvement in a drunken rowdy incident, and this may have intensified his feelings. ‘Why should Parnell hate England, was he not educated at Cambridge?’ asked one senior government official when Parnell was at the height of his powers. The experienced Irish journalist Richard Adams replied that ‘he believed that Parnell had stated that while at Cambridge and up to the date of the “Manchester Martyrs” (November 1867) he had not devoted a thought to Irish politics, but that he was driven wild at that event and began then to study Irish political questions with eagerness and as a result he had acquired a downright hatred of England’.18


Mitchell Henry, a moderate nationalist political opponent, told O’Neill Daunt the same thing—that Parnell was motivated by hatred of England, not love of Ireland (‘I could tell you some conversations I had with him’).19 Be that as it may, Parnell enjoyed a more than friendly relationship with his Magdalene counterparts, and there is no contemporary evidence that he took much notice of Fenianism in the 1860s. Yet others felt sure that he disliked the English: ‘He hated the English character for its innate assumption of superiority and its hypocritical pretensions to honesty and goodness.’20 One society hostess declared: ‘Although not quite convinced of his true feelings concerning the Irish, I was never in any doubt about his feelings for the English. He hated them all.’21 Perhaps—but he fell in love with an English woman, the niece of the Whig grandee Lord Hatherly and sister of the distinguished soldier Sir Evelyn Wood. Parnell’s enemies like to draw attention to an irony: his rise owed much to hatred, his fall owed much to love. There was certainly something in the English character which irritated Parnell, but hatred is too strong a word. In a discussion of this aspect of Parnell’s personality, the Spectator mused that it had much in common with other types of white colonial resentment and noted wryly that the English would be made to pay a heavy price for an element of superciliousness in the national character.22


After this negative and intellectually fruitless experience at Cambridge he returned to Ireland to take up again the pursuits of the Irish country gentleman. His prowess as a cricketer, grouse-shooter and estate-improver marked him out as an ideal candidate for the comfortable but active life of a Wicklow country squire. The Avondale estate was situated in the ancient gold-bearing region of Ireland, and although the gold deposits had been practically exhausted in prehistoric times, the possibility of further discoveries remained a lifelong dream with Parnell and led to numerous prospecting operations on his part. In general, he seems to have relished the pastimes of the Irish country gentleman and to have fitted in well. Thus did affairs proceed—pleasantly enough but lethargically by any standards.


He was a well-made, handsome young man and this helped in the evolution of a political personality which was held to be both manly, dignified and restrained as well as calmly rebellious.23 Parnell was, in his youth, very conscious of his appearance. In early 1877, finding his hair was thinning, he was advised to shave the upper portion of his scalp, which he dutifully did.24 (Most observers were impressed by the power of his soulful brown eyes except for Labouchere, who described them as ‘fishy’, and J. F. X. O’Brien, who was decidedly unimpressed.) He was capable of exercising considerable charm when he wished to do so. He may have thought that these advantages, combined with his social position, guaranteed him an interesting and successful life. If so, he was soon to receive a rude surprise.


In 1871 Parnell spent a few months in America, where he wooed a certain Miss Woods. In his last years he commended those English aristocrats—like Randolph Churchill, Moreton Frewen and Jack Leslie—who had married ‘clever American women’. However, unlike his father, he himself failed in this project (one of the classic survival strategies of the straitened landed classes).25 After some early success he was rebuffed. He was to tell the House of Commons on 7 March 1879 that ‘young ladies are sometimes not very particular’ in the methods they employed to carry ‘their aims and objectives’. Once again, as in Cambridge, the world had shown itself to be less than overwhelmed by the young Wicklow squire. His brother, John Howard Parnell, often a sound judge, noted: ‘His jilting undoubtedly helped to drive his energies into politics, for he was deeply hurt at the idea of being considered a country gentleman without any special abilities.’26 Charles decided to draw on the family inheritance—which meant exploiting its social position and reputation for patriotism. The Ballot Act of 1872 decreased the costs of political campaigning, and the possibility that he might enter politics began to crop up for discussion in the family circle. Suddenly, in 1874, a bored and restless Parnell took the decision and sought out the leaders of the Home Rule movement. The moment had arrived for Parnell’s prolonged, if pleasant, adolescence to come to an end. He introduced himself to the organisation’s leader, Isaac Butt, who was well aware of the political history of his family and was delighted to promote him.


Isaac Butt introduced Parnell to his new friends in typical flowery style: ‘Mr Parnell came forward, there was seen a young man, with dark brown eyes, who gazed intently at the crowded house before him, as if his soul was in the glance that scanned that sea of faces—grave and pensive, with light brown full beard and tall slender figure which appeared slightly stooped.’27 When Butt lauded the well-known nationalists who were present, Parnell appeared, for a moment, to be cynically unimpressed by the exaggerated praise: ‘A quick smile was seen for an instant on the young man’s face which disappeared quickly. His eyes evinced no corresponding sympathy; they looked coldly and inquiringly around.’28


His early ventures were hardly a success. He had to put up his brother John for Wicklow in the 1874 general election, as his own position as High Sheriff of the county ruled out his candidature there. John was, however, defeated. Charles himself stood in Dublin County in a by-election later in 1874 and was also defeated—though not because he had not applied himself. His friends, including Andrew Kettle, took care to ensure that the powerful Cardinal Cullen had no objection to his campaign. The ultra-Tory Dublin Evening Mail hailed Parnell’s defeat as a sign that ‘those having a stake in the City and County . . . of every form of religious belief’ were rallying to Conservatism against ‘the wild and extravagant agitation that imperils property and brings the worst elements of society to the surface . . . an unregulated and dangerous enthusiasm evoked on behalf of an utter stranger’.29 In fact, as the more moderately Conservative Irish Times noted, Parnell did clearly push up the Home Rule vote against a strong Conservative candidate.


Parnell made one important long-term friend during this campaign. Andrew Kettle was the first name on Parnell’s nomination papers;30 he was to be a loyal ally until the end. Very different was Parnell’s relationship with another early supporter, Philip Callan (1837–1902), one of nine members of the parliamentary committee of the Home Rule Party which had just been established, and who was very active on Parnell’s behalf on polling day. This was not, however, to be a long-term friendship: Parnell feared Callan’s local popularity and, more particularly, his tendency to gossip in an indiscreet way. In 1885 Parnell was to go out of his way to extinguish Callan’s parliamentary career. But this was to be the action of the ‘uncrowned King’ of Irish politics. At this moment in 1874 Parnell had proved nothing except his energy. One sub-editor, working late at night, found Parnell at his door:


It was not without difficulty that I got out of him the object of his visit, simple though it was, namely to arrange for the insertion of his address to the electors of some constituency. He managed to make himself intelligible at last, and the matter was ended by his handing me the advertisement, which I sent up to the printers. I could not help, in later years, contrasting the diffidence of Mr Parnell on that occasion with his fluency of speech and his dictatorial manner when he had acquired greater self-confidence.31


Interestingly, Parnell went to the local Catholic priest in Rathdrum and asked for a character reference in support of his new political career. The priest, Father Richard Galvin, was only too happy to oblige. He sent a glowing private letter on 9 March 1874 to fellow priests in Dublin. Parnell’s mother was described warmly (inaccurately) as a descendant ‘I think . . . of the royal Stuart line’. In fact, as John Redmond later pointed out, the Stewarts were Ulster Presbyterians. Even so, Katharine Tynan recalled that, in the years of his eminence, the romanticised image of the lost Stuart cause was invoked by Parnell’s followers to gild his defiance of the administration of Queen Victoria: ‘“Charlie is our darling”, we would say, as we lived over again our Jacobite passion for our born King of Men.’32 More cogently, Father Galvin added: ‘I have never heard a case of oppression or extermination attributed to him or to his family.’ The priest concluded: ‘He is a young gentleman of great promise, great shrewdness and sound judgement. You may absolutely rely on his honour and integrity. Such is the decided conviction of his parish priest, who ought to know him well.’33 But there is a sense in which his local priest’s language was entirely natural. Parnell’s childhood had been characterised by a close intimacy with, and emotional reliance upon, the Catholic servants at Avondale: an intimacy which was, if anything, deepened by the coldness so evident in the later phases, at least, of his parents’ marriage. Even in the last years of his life, Parnell remained addicted to the folk remedies of Catholic Ireland—‘he accepted the peasant lore of Ireland with the simplicity of a child’34 and remained affectionate and close to Susan Gaffney, the Avondale housekeeper.


Parnell was at this time a synodsman of the Church of Ireland, which makes Galvin’s warm-hearted ecumenical reference—which could only have had a positive impact on Catholic voters as suggesting a genuine intimacy—all the more striking.
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The decision to enter politics had its bad side. Parnell’s family had a reputation for mental disorder as well as patriotism. He was more than aware of this. ‘Madness’, he often said, was not a word the Parnells used lightly. The effort of self-control required was enormous. He was at first a wretched public speaker—the possessor, incidentally, of a strong English accent. He was to be embarrassed on a Liverpool platform in 1877 when another speaker attacked those Irish politicians who lost their accents in London—a cynical journalist noted that Parnell had no accent to lose.35 After his first unsuccessful campaign for Dublin Parnell collapsed with a nervous illness for six weeks. His closest colleagues noted a tendency to clench his fists so hard while speaking as to leave the marks of his nails. Moreover, all this was compounded by the fact that Parnell was intensely superstitious. One part of his superstition was a loathing for the colour green. This was obviously not an advantage for an Irish leader who frequently had to speak from public platforms draped with green flags and decorations. (The House of Commons, it should not be forgotten, was upholstered in the same offensive hue.)


William O’Brien recorded: ‘“How could you expect a country to have luck that has green for its colour?” he once said. When I reminded him that green, as the national colour, dated no further back than the United Irishmen, and that until then the Irish Ensign was supposed to be blue, he responded, smiling: “It’s just the same—blue is more than half green.”’ O’Brien continued: ‘A lady worked for him while he was in prison a superb eiderdown quilt, covered with green satin, with his monogram working in gold bullion—a present worthy of a king. I am sure he must have sent a polite and gracious acknowledgement but the gorgeous quilt never rested on his bed.’36


O’Brien noted that his objection to the colour green was due to a fear of arsenic poisoning. This certainly fits with Katharine O’Shea’s story of having to send a patch of (entirely innocent) green carpet to London for analysis because Parnell felt it was making him ill. O’Brien also noted that ‘lady devotees’ sent him innumerable other marks of homage worked in the dangerous colour—embroidered smoking-caps, tea-cosies and even bright green hosiery. The latter he resolutely insisted on destroying; the others he insisted be distributed freely among his brother prisoners, until almost every man in the prison, except himself, had his green tasselled turban hats and green woollen vests.


Apart from the colour green, the number 13 was also a problem. When still in Kilmainham, Maurice Healy visited him to consult about the bill to amend the Land Act of 1881. Parnell counted the clauses and then threw the papers on the table as if he had been stung. ‘“What is the matter?” asked the solicitor Healy in alarm. “There are 13 clauses;” said Parnell, “we cannot have 13 clauses.” That bill with 13 clauses was got over by the addition of another one, which Parnell had first opposed.’37


William O’Brien also noted the fear of the number 13. ‘His objection to travelling in a railway carriage number 13, or any multiple of 13, would undoubtedly have caused him to prefer travelling in a third class of an unobjectionable number to travelling in a first class with the brand of ill luck.’ But O’Brien made an important point, which places all these eccentricities in a context: ‘Parnell’s superstitions have been frequently and unduly dwelt upon. They always seemed to me to be whimsicalities that amused him rather than beliefs that had any real influence.’38 In other words, Parnell moved from first- to a third-class carriage to avoid the number 13, but he would under any circumstances—‘any possible combination of 13s’—complete the journey. In short, Parnell appeared to be a bundle of barely controlled contradictions. He was febrile, tense, and yet withal assertive. Above all, the fact that he hated the colour green did not prevent him from leading Irish nationalism.


Over time, Parnell achieved a considerable measure of self-control; at least to the point where he could conceal the obvious signs of nervousness which marked his early entry into politics. But it is worth noting that this self-control—easily enough summoned up for many a set-piece political occasion—was not absolute. As one keen observer noted:


While so composed outwardly, I believe inwardly Mr Parnell was consumed with intense feeling, an ever-abiding excitement, and that was what made him always in a hurry; he could never wait for anything; to wait for a train was anguish to him, he would have liked a special always and to travel at the rate of 60 miles an hour. He never wrote letters if he could help it, but sent telegrams, bundles of telegrams. In the same way if people wrote letters to him, they were laid on one side, but a telegram was attended to on the spot. I once received three telegrams from him in as many hours, and none of them of any consequence.39


When he first moved in with Mrs O’Shea in 1880, he was still prone to sleep-walking and night tremors—‘He would spring up panic-stricken out of deep sleep and try to beat off the imaginary foe that pressed upon him.’40 Parnell was so afraid of his own sleep-walking in hotels that he carried everywhere a special spring lock to secure the door of his room. But in public it was a different matter. Katharine O’Shea acknowledged: ‘He was so absolutely self-controlled and few knew of the volcanic force and fire that burned beneath his icy exterior.’41


We should not forget his already evident strength of will: to emphasise only the neurotic aspects of Parnell’s personality is a great mistake. He seems to have regarded his public nervousness as merely something that had to be overcome. There is no sign that he was given to agonising bouts of self-appraisal. Indeed, his colleagues marvelled at his apparent lack of self-consciousness. In 1887 T. P. O’Connor described him as neither ‘expansive nor introspective. It is one of the strongest and most curious peculiarities of Mr Parnell not merely that he rarely, if ever, speaks of himself but that he rarely, if ever, gives any indication of having studied himself. . . . It is a joke among his intimates that to Mr Parnell the being Parnell does not exist.’42 Parnell, it should be stressed, was an upper-class country gentleman, with much of the assurance—and occasional toughness—of his class. Sir William Butler’s public lecture on Parnell contains one particularly revealing anecdote. Riding with Parnell near Aughavanagh, the latter’s shooting lodge and—as Parnell told John Morley—his favourite place in the world, they encountered ‘a group of persons’, one of whom began to behave with great ‘demonstrativeness’ and obsequiousness. Parnell rode on, paying absolutely no attention. Butler later heard a story that this was one of Parnell’s tenants who had paid no rent for years; but, he added, regardless of this fact, Parnell’s behaviour would have been unchanged.43 Labouchere’s obituary is worth recalling:


A selfish man Parnell certainly was, but he was good-naturedly selfish. If anyone stood in his way, he would sacrifice him without a moment’s hesitation, nor would he go greatly out of his way to serve a friend. When, however, his own interest was not concerned, he would not put himself out to do either friend or foe an injury. Politeness has been defined as good nature in little things, and this sort of good nature he had.44


Parnell offended James Mullin by telling him a clearly untrue story about the arrangements for his next engagement, but then softened the effect by playing amicably with Mullin’s child. He offended T. P. O’Connor by the brutality of his reference to the death of Isaac Butt, but then softened the effect by ensuring that a hungry O’Connor, not yet an MP, was served a meal in the terrace of the House of Commons.


James Bryce agreed with Labouchere’s verdict: ‘Spontaneous kindliness was never ascribed to him; nor had he, so far as could be known, a single intimate friend.’45 Parnell, he said, had a perception of what ‘pleases or offends mankind’, but no inner integrity. He added: ‘A revolution may extenuate some sins, but even in a revolution there are men (and sometimes the strongest men) whose moral excellence shines through the smoke of conflict and the mists of detractors. In Mr Parnell’s nature the moral element was imperfectly developed.’46 Parnell insisted, Bryce said, upon being treated as a gentleman; he had the outer properties of a gentleman but disregarded ‘the inner and higher standard of gentlemanly conduct’ whenever it suited him. Even an ardent English Home Ruler like Frederic Harrison could be unnerved: he saw Parnell as the ‘most elegant and distinguished public figure of his time’, but noted also a ‘superhuman satanic pride and thirst for personal victory’.47 In 1925 David Leslie Murray, the Times Literary Supplement reviewer of St John Ervine’s Parnell, saw him as simply ‘a monster’.48 When we swim with Parnell, we often swim in the cold waters of icy, egotistical calculation. Nothing is more striking, for example, or was felt as more hurtful, than the way in which T. D. Sullivan, whose weekly paper The Nation had up to that point been Parnell’s most loyal supporter in the Irish press, was pushed ruthlessly aside in 1881 in favour of William O’Brien and United Ireland; years of loyal support were forgotten in favour of the new rising star.


A combination of boredom and disappointment seems to have pushed Parnell into politics. Once involved, he brought to bear considerable qualities of determination, though not, it is said, imagination. ‘The strength of Parnell was character rather than intellect,’ wrote T. P. O’Connor in a typical phrase.49 John Morley, in a similar fashion, called him a ‘man of temperament, of will, of authority, of power, not of ideas or ideals, or knowledge or political maxims, or even of practical reason in its higher senses’.50 Morley, in fact, regarded Parnell as ‘a second-rate man’: ‘It was absurd to compare him with other Irish leaders like Grattan and O’Connell to whom he could not hold a candle.’51 It is true that Parnell was no intellectual in the way that T.P. or Morley were. He avoided the ‘arts’ and much preferred dogs, horses and the sports and pastimes of the countryside as a means of relaxation. His pleasures were as uncomplicated as those of any country squire. Those who remained loyal to him in the last desperate months of his life were disproportionately those colleagues who had shared those pleasures with him—the Redmond brothers, W. J. Corbet and J. C. McCoan. It is hard to imagine a man more different from those who were to be his principal lieutenants: Justin McCarthy, Tim Healy, T. P. O’Connor, Thomas Sexton, John Dillon and William O’Brien, all of whom opposed him in the final crisis. While they were sociable, articulate speakers and inveterate scribblers, Parnell was the reverse. O’Connor admitted:


This lack of anything literary was partly the result of a very decided bent towards science and mechanics. If you met him on a Saturday you generally saw a copy of Engineering or some such journal under his arm. He was always trying experiments on the metals in some mines on his property and projecting schemes for their development—which came to nothing. He had also, I have heard, some aptitude for the study of such commercial problems as the development of railways, and he could give an accurate and penetrating account of the financial position of the great railroads of the United States. I never saw any sign that he had ever read a single novel or a single drama.52


In fact Katharine O’Shea was to reveal that there was one exception to this general rule. She recorded that he loved Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland—which she used to read to him—and appeared to take it rather seriously, with great literalness. (It may be relevant that the book’s apparent whimsy was devised by a professional logician.)


Parnell was in so many ways the direct opposite of his colleagues. And yet, for all that, Parnell was no intellectual in this conventional sense, he was not, as is so often suggested, a mere technician of power. He made a contribution to Irish political debate which was as important as it was unique.


To understand this we have to understand that Parnell had a particular view of the Anglo-Irish dilemma and that this view conditioned his politics in the strongest possible way. It was not a sentimental or idealised view of his ‘own people’. Parnell once said to William O’Brien: ‘The only good thing the Irish landlords have to show for themselves are their hounds and perhaps, in the Roscommon country, their horses.’53 But as Harold Spender put it: ‘Right through the heart of the nationalist fight, Parnell was always held back by a strain of sympathy for the landlords.’54

OEBPS/Images/line.png





OEBPS/Images/cover.png
ENIGMA
A New Life of
Charles Stewart Parnell
PAUL BEW






OEBPS/Images/common.png





